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anticontagionism  it  is  necessary  to  examine  separately  the  develop-
ment of his medical and political philosophies and then consider how 
he  incorporated  the  latter  into  the  former. This will demonstrate  that 
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of mercury,  the  importance  of  atmosphere  to  disease,  and  skepticism 
regarding contagion, were not especially remarkable.22 During his time in 
Calcutta, Maclean worked closely with a Dr. William Yates,23 and together 
they wrote A View of the Science of Life.24 
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at Point de Galle, where he served for seven years. See Wellcome Library, RAMC 1431: Box 


















































Maclean  did  not  rise  to  the  top  of  the medical  profession  on  the 




















Until  this  point, Maclean’s  efforts  to  advance  his  career  had  been 
unsuccessful. His efforts appear  to have  turned next  to  the East  India 
Company. In 1798, Maclean had published a pamphlet regarding the East 
37. Quarantine  is mentioned briefly  in his political work, An Excursion in France and 
































This  conclusion  is  further  supported  by Maclean’s  association with 
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Even  during  the  height  of  his  notoriety, Maclean was  not  the  only 
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ain.  As  I  have  already  indicated, many  practitioners  in  the  service  of 
the East India Company and others in the tropics held theories similar 
to Maclean’s.86 His theories also found much favor in Spain during the 
1820s, when he persuaded  the Spanish Cortes  to overturn  its  sanitary 
laws.87 Foreign journals also gave Maclean much consideration. His View 
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more pronounced  than  in  the  two parliamentary  inquiries. The  1819 
inquiry  looked  specifically  into  the  question  of  the  contagiousness  of 
plague;  the  second  in 1824 addressed  the  issue of quarantine but was 
required  to  consider  contagion.  The  inquiries  were  accompanied  by 
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press made clear attempts  to  separate  the questions of contagion and 
quarantine, arguing that Maclean had “retarded . . . desirable change” 














tion  to Maclean. However,  the  contagion debates  also  encapsulated  a 




















method appropriate  to  the production of  those  facts and the theories 
the facts were used to sustain.”116 In this section, I will demonstrate the 
contribution of the 1820s contagion debates to that conflict.
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passionate  support  for  the  empirical/experimental  approach  ensured 























122. Durey, Return of the Plague (n. 14), p. 108.
123. “Report on Contagion of the Plague” (n. 71), p. 122.














As  the medical  establishment  came  to  feel more  threatened,  their 
focus turned to the momentum of new ideas, and a need for caution was 
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Maclean’s challenge to the British medical establishment was twofold. 
His attack on the privilege of the College of Physicians and the exclusiv-
ity of medical knowledge was overt, but the debate he engendered also 
tapped into more profound changes taking place in medical philosophy 
during this time. The debate on contagionism in the 1820s provided a 
forum in which the anxieties created by those changes could be articu-
lated, throwing into sharp relief the evidentiary struggle between the 
two medical paradigms. The growing authority of medical practitioners, 
often Scottish and schooled outside the Oxbridge tradition, was also 
highlighted, giving the medical establishment further cause for concern 
and, no doubt, fuelling their animosity toward Maclean.
The questions Maclean raised about the availability of medical knowl-
edge were closely related to the constitution of that knowledge. Maclean’s 
construction of the debate allowed the clash of “theoretical” and “empiri-
cal” medical paradigms to be felt and explored. This conflict exposed 
an emerging preference for the evidence of those experienced in facing 
epidemic disease, experience that was usually gained overseas. 
These two related challenges to medical authority had a profound 
effect on the reaction of the medical establishment to anticontagionism 
and to the quarantine debates. Quarantine and Catholicism provided 
Maclean with the means to take the debate away from the medical sphere. 
Quarantine also served as a tangible battlefield on which the two sides 
could engage, but the real issue in the minds of the medical antagonists 
was Maclean’s challenge to the “old order” of the Royal College of Physi-
cians and the future of the medical profession.
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